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Developing meaningfulness at work through emotional intelligence training 
 
Abstract 
 
 To date, there remains a significant gap in the Human Resource Development (HRD) 
literature in understanding how training and development contributes to meaningful work. In addition, 
little is known about how individuals proactively make their work more meaningful. This article 
shows how emotional intelligence training promotes learning around sources of meaningful work and 
GRFXPHQWV PDQDJHUV¶ H[SHULHQFHV RI independently applying what they have learnt about 
meaningfulness from the EI training to the workplace. Data is collected from participant observations 
and interviews with trainers and managers attending three H[WHUQDOO\SURYLGHGµSRSXODU¶(, training 
courses. Interpreting the data through Lips-:LHUVPDDQG0RUULV¶V, 2011) model of meaningful 
ZRUNHQDEOHVD FOHDU DUWLFXODWLRQRIPDQDJHUV¶ FDSDFLW\ WR VKDSH WKHLUZRUNHQYLURQPHQWV WR FUHDWH
four, interconnected sources of meaningfulness: inner development, expressing RQH¶V full potential, 
unity with others and serving others. Findings also exemplify structural and agential constraints when 
individuals attempt to create meaningful work. Practically, the study demonstrates the importance of 
training to enhance work of value and significance and offers recommendations for practitioners.  
 
Introduction 
 
 To date, management and organizational scholars have been interested in meaningfulness 
because it is FRQVLGHUHG µJRRG IRU EXVLQHVV¶ )RU H[DPSOH UHVHDUFK KDV H[DPLQHG WKH VRXUFHV DQG
processes of meaningfulness because of salient outcomes on worker engagement, attachment, 
motivation, productivity and satisfaction (e.g., Hackman and Oldham, 1980; May, Gilson and Harter, 
2004; Spreitzer, Kizilos and Nason, 1997; Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001). Research also shows 
there are personal benefits of purpose and meaning including increased happiness, greater longevity 
and reduced risk of stress and illness (e.g., Baumeister, 1991; Hill and Turiano, 2014; Knoop, 1994).  
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 Given the reported gains, organizations would benefit from developing work 
characteristics which  promote meaningfulness. One potential approach stems from training and 
development. In the Human Resource Development (HRD) literature, development themes are 
implicit in meaningful work given the emphasis on self-actualization, life purpose, engagement 
(Fairlie, 2011), fulfilling inner needs (Bates, Chen and Hatcher, 2002) and bringing the whole self to 
work (Chalofsky, 2003). Work also becomes meaningful when strategies such as continual learning, 
improving competencies, developing worthwhile relationships and stimulating work are introduced 
(Chalofsky and Cavallaro, 2013). Equally, HRD stands as a leading discipline to support and guide 
organizations in teaching employees about meaningfulness. Despite this, HRD has yet to make a 
significant contribution to the work meaningfulness literature (Chalofsky, 2003), especially in areas of 
training and development.  Just as important, little is understood about meaningful work from the 
HPSOR\HH¶V SHUVSHFWLYH; in other words how do individuals themselves make their work more 
meaningful (Fineman, 1983; Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009; Vuori, 2012). 
 One useful way to attend to these omissions is to investigate employee training that focuses 
explicitly on frameworks of meaningfulness and explore how these teachings are then  applied at 
work by the individual. To achieve this end, this article directs attention to an exploration of 
HPRWLRQDO LQWHOOLJHQFH (, WUDLQLQJ :KLOVW LW LV ZHOO NQRZQ WKDW HPRWLRQDO LQWHOOLJHQFH¶V FHQWUDO
concerns are recognizing, understanding and regulating emotions and handling relationships 
(Goleman, 1998; Thory, 2013), the concept has also been linked to work meaningfulness and self-
actualization (Bar-On, 2001, 2010; Goleman, 1998; Orme and Bar-On, 2002). Following this, the aim 
of the study is to provide an understanding of how managers actively create and develop meaning in 
their work after attending an emotional intelligence training course. Through a focus on 
meaningfulness, this project makes a novel contribution to a small but growing body of scholarly 
work on EI training  (e.g., Clarke, 2010a; 2010b; Groves, McEnrue and Shen, 2008; Slaski and 
Cartwright, 2003; Thory, 2013; 2016). Moreover, it uncovers new, empirical insights, which may 
explain why EI continues to be popular in business and industry. 
 This article explores the following research questions: How does emotional intelligence 
training promote learning around meaningful work? :KDW DUH PDQDJHUV¶ H[SHULHQFHV RI DSSO\LQJ
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teachings on meaningfulness to the workplace after attending EI training? What are the tensions and 
constraints for managers attempting to apply EI teachings on meaningfulness to their work? 
Theoretically, the study draws on Lips-:LHUVPD DQG 0RUULV¶V (2009) framework, which describes 
sources of meaningful work from the individual perspective. By highlighting the structural and 
agential tensions and constraints to enhancing meaningfulness at work, the article provides further 
theoretical insights into the topic.  The first section of the article briefly reviews the meaningfulness at 
work literature and introduces Lips-:LHUVPDDQG0RUULV¶VPRGHO1H[WHmotional intelligence skills 
and aptitudes are described and mapped onto the meaningfulness framework to show how elements at 
work that constitute worth and value can be realized through EI training. This section is followed by 
the methodology, findings, discussion and conclusion. 
 
Meaningfulness at work 
  
The term meaningfulness refers to the amount of significance something holds for an 
individual, (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003). 4XHVWLRQV VXFK DV µZKDW GR , OLYH IRU"¶ µZK\ DP , KHUH"¶
µZKDW LV WUXO\ LPSRUWDQW WR PH LQ OLIH"¶ FRQYH\ HQTXLULHV LQWR PHDQLQJIXOQHVV SRUWHQGLQJ WR
experiences of worth, existential significance or purpose of life. In management studies, May et al. 
(2004:14) define meaningful work as: µThe value of a work goal or purpose, judged in relation to an 
LQGLYLGXDO¶VLGHDOVDQGVWDQGDUGV¶. Ghadi, Fernando and Caputi (2013: 22) define the termµ:KHQDQ
employee feels, experiences and perceives that the tasks they undertake in the work have a reason, 
and when performing those tasks provides them with a sense of significance, this demonstrates 
PHDQLQJIXOQHVV¶.  
HRD plays a potential role in developing work characteristics or antecedents which promote 
meaningfulness such as career development,  training, feedback and  mentoring. For example, Pratt 
and Ashforth (2003) examine RUJDQL]DWLRQDO SUDFWLFHV WKDW IRVWHU HPSOR\HHV¶ H[SHULHQFHV RI
meaningfulness including employee involvement, nurturing callings and enhancing various forms of 
leadership. Equally, HRD stands as a leading discipline to support and guide organizations in training 
and teaching employees about meaningfulness. Yet,  to date HRD research has largely focused on 
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employee engagement, viewing meaningfulness as one aspect of  engagement (Fairlie, 2011; see also 
Shuck, 2011 for a review). Other HRD accounts have explored the meaning of work (the type of 
meaning employees make of their work) rather than meaningfulness (the amount of significance 
attached to work) (Rosso et al, 2010: 94) (c.f. Ardichvili and Kuchinke, 2009). Thus, HRD has yet to 
make a significant contribution to the work meaningfulness literature (Chalofsky, 2003), especially in 
areas of  training and development.  
Moreover, OLWWOH LV XQGHUVWRRG DERXW PHDQLQJIXO ZRUN IURP WKH HPSOR\HH¶V SHUVSHFWLYH
(Fineman, 1983; Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009). For instance, the way employees (not 
organizations) proactively and independently shape their work environments to create meaningfulness 
has been poorly addressed in the literature (Rosso, Dekas and Wrzesniewski, 2010; Lips-Wiersma and 
Morris, 2009; Vuori, 2012). In the sparse writings, scholars have explored callings (Wrzesniewski, 
2003), sensemaking, job crafting (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001) and HPSOR\HHV¶ SUDFWLFH RI
increasing positive cues (Vuori, 2012). Yet, these address only some ways that individuals 
independently enhance the value and worth of their work.  Overall, this paucity of research seems 
surprising given that individuals can feel strongly responsible for meaning making at work (Lips-
Wiersma and Morris, 2009:497) and have agency to do so (Berg, Grant and Johnson, 2010; 
Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001). Compared to company practices (e.g., job design, leadership), 
LQGLYLGXDOV¶ GD\-to-day acts of meaning making may be just as significant in their contribution to 
RUJDQL]DWLRQDO DQG LQGLYLGXDO JDLQV <HW ZKHQ RUJDQL]DWLRQV ODFN UHVRXUFHV WR IXOILOO HPSOR\HHV¶
deeper, existential needs, the onus lies on the individual to influence the qualities of their work. Thus, 
greater understanding of how individuals actively create and develop sources of meaningfulness at 
work is a topic of considerable interest. 
 In a recent management review, Ghadi et al. (2013) describe ten models that they categorize 
as either work-related or human-centered frameworks of µwork as meaningful¶. In a similar attempt to 
give structure and integration to the literature, Ross et al. (2010) identify a number of mechanisms and 
sources of work meaning. However, in a field of research littered with different definitions, theories 
and measurements (Ghadi et al., 2013; Martela, 2010; Rosso et al., 2010), core criticisms refer to a 
lack of clarity of definitional terms D QDUURZ H[DPLQDWLRQ RI µVLQJXODU IDFWRUV RU SURFHVVHV
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FRQWULEXWLQJ WR WKH PHDQLQJ RI ZRUN¶ 5RVVR et al., 2010:93) and a lack of consensus over what 
constitutes antecedents, sources and mediators of meaningfulness. For example, Baumeister (1991) 
claims that the search for meaning stems from four sources or needs: Purpose, values, efficacy and 
self-worth, whereas Rosso et al. (2010) identify sources of meaningfulness to include the self, others, 
work context and spiritual life. At the same time, there are obvious economic, social and political 
hurdles to positioning existential value at the heart of an RUJDQL]DWLRQ¶V human resources strategy. 
Such considerations must account for the ongoing struggle, towards coherency and completeness,  
that lies at the heart of a meaningful life (Lips-Wiersma and Wright, 2012:656). 
Based on extensive HPSLULFDO DFFRXQWV RI LQGLYLGXDOV¶ work and life, Lips-Wiersma and 
Morris (2009) have developed a multidimensional model of meaningful work (Lips-Wiersma. 2002; 
Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009; 2011). Highlighting WKHPHV RI µVHOI¶ YV µRWKHUV¶ DQG µEHLQJ¶ YV
µGRLQJ¶, the framework identifies four sources of meaningfulness: Developing the inner self 
(self/being), expressing full potential (self/doing), unity with others (others/being) and serving others 
(others/doing). What makes Lips-:LHUVPDDQG0RUULV¶V, 2011) model particularly attractive is 
its careful focus on the source of meaningful work itself through an articulation of deeper layers of 
LQGLYLGXDOV¶need (e.g., belonging, growth, connection and development) (Lips-Wiersma and Wright, 
2012). Also noteworthy, the framework amalgamates multiple sources of meaningful work which 
have been explored theoretically and empirically in management studies, sociology and the 
humanities (e.g., moral development in the humanities). In doing so, the model acknowledges it is 
often a combination and interplay of sources which enhance the meaning employees make of their 
work (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009). Given WKHPRGHO¶V strengths, it has been chosen as the focus 
of this article. The four sources are next described. 
Developing the inner self is an inward and reflective process, based on being true to oneself, 
wanting to be a good person, EHFRPLQJRQH¶VKLJKHUVHOIor the best one can be (Lips-Wiersma and 
Morris, 2009, 2011: Lips-Wiersma and Wright, 2012). For example, meaningfulness is experienced as 
a result of EHLQJRQH¶Vauthentic self by PDLQWDLQLQJRQH¶VXQLTXHLGHQWLW\. As Munn (2013) explains,  
enjoyment in a job is greatly influenced by whether we feel we have the freedom to be ourselves at 
work. Opportunities to be authentic occur when a person acts in accordance with personal values and 
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beliefs or experiences task, role, structures and work interactions ZKLFK DIILUP RQH¶V VHOI FRQFHSW
(e.g., as a leader). Similarly, Chalofsky (2003) refers to EULQJLQJ WKH µFRPSOHWH¶ RU µZKROH¶ self to 
work (mind, body, emotions, spirit) as a constituent of work meaningfulness.  
Active and outward directed in nature, the second dimension is H[SUHVVLQJ RQH¶V SRWHQWLDO. 
This refers to meaningfulness found in expressing talents, creativity, influencing others and having a 
sense of achievement. For example, achieving refers to mastering or completing something, gaining 
recognition, achieving success, feeling competent and effective or improving standards (Lips-
Wiersma and Morris, 2011) Influencing describes meaningful acts such as getting others on board, 
inspiring others, improving conditions, offering direction, drawing attention to important issues and 
setting an example (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2011).  
The next source, unity with others, refers to meaningfulness derived from working together 
with others. Organizations are a key source of connection, collegiality and belongingness for 
employees, providing meaningfulness through group identification, shared values and group roles 
(e.g., Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999; Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Pratt and Ashforth, 2003). Lips-
:LHUVPDDQG0RUULV¶VPRGHOUHODWHVWRWKUHHWKHPHVA sense of shared values; belonging; and 
working together. Sharing values entails articulating and having values in common. Belonging 
reflects connection, companionship and being part of a group. Working together conveys increased 
power resourcefulness that is stimulated from group dynamics (e.g., energy, motivation, stimulation), 
mutual support and fun (Lips-Wiersman and Morris, 2011). 
The fourth dimension, serving others, refers to meaningfulness derived from making a 
contribution to the wellbeing of others and the world we live in, such as helping an individual or 
making a difference in society. Examples include giving back, helping others grow, supporting others 
in hard times or speaking up or challenging ideas that do not benefit employees (Lips-Wiersma and 
Morris, 2011). There is ample evidence that when employees are able to provide something of value 
to other members of their organization they experience greater purpose and influence which is 
perceived as meaningful (Grant, 2007; Kahn, 1990). 
Unlike other frameworks, Lips-:LHUVPDDQG0RUULV¶VPRGHOSD\VSDUWLFXODUDWWHQWLRQ
to the tensions between being/doing and self/others. For example, where there is liPLWHGWLPHWRµEH¶
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(contemplate or reflect for inner development) and when too much service to others creates 
exhaustion and martyrdom. The model also highlights that there is always a pull-push tension between 
WKHµLQVSLUDWLRQ¶DQG WKHµUHDOLW\¶RIRUJDQL]DWLRQDOOLIH. Usefully, the model shows how employees are 
WRUQ EHWZHHQ WKH UKHWRULF DQG UHDOLW\ RI ZKROHQHVV DQG LQWHJUDWLRQ DV DQ µRQJRLQJ G\QDPLF¶ (Lips-
Wiersma and Wright, 2012:656). For example, daily battles for resources, a focus on profit-related 
goals are inter-twined with the need to share and live organizational goals and receive professional 
development.  
Importantly, Lips-:LHUVPD DQG 0RUULV¶V  model has yet to be applied to a training 
context where employees are taught  the four sources of meaningfulness and then given the 
opportunity to apply that learning to the workplace.  Moreover, opportunities to better  understand the 
structural and agential tensions and constraints when individuals attempt to create meaningful work 
would provide further theoretical insights into the model. For example, scholars contend that the 
meaningfulness literature has failed to fully explore whether hierarchical status affects work meaning 
and whether access to meaningfulness in work is elitist (Rosso et al., 2010:117).  Equally, much of the 
meaningfulness literature tends to overlook the point that not everyone is searching for meaning at 
work. 5HIHUULQJ WR WKH¶ W\UDQQ\¶ RI ZHOOQHVV DQG SRVLWLYity in contemporary organizations, Warren 
(2010:318) poses the question - what if the employees who choose to engage such qualities (being 
self-actualized, driven, engaged, resilient, optimistic) elsewhere to enhance the quality of their lives? 
Thus, it has been overlooked that work-related teachings on meaningfulness could lead to a decreased 
effort and productivity at work when individuals make the decision that a meaningful life is more 
important.  
 
How emotional intelligence contributes to meaningful work 
 
 Emotional intelligence was first introduced by academic researchers as an ability to perceive, 
use, understand and manage emotions in oneself and others (Mayer and Salovey, 1997). Since then, 
the concept has been popularized by writers such as Daniel Goleman (1998) and portrayed as a set of 
emotional and social skills (Bar-On, 2004; Goleman, 1998; Higgs and Dulewicz, 2002). For example, 
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Goleman (1998) describes Emotional Intelligence as the skills or competencies to be able to know 
RQH¶VRZQHPRWLRQVPDQDJHRQH¶VRZQHPRWLRQVVHOI-motivate as well as recognize RWKHUV¶HPRWLRQV
and handle relationships. 7HUPHG DV µPL[HG¶ RU µWUDLW¶ PRGHOV EHFDXVH FULWLFDO FRPPHQWDWRUV DUJXH
they belie a mixture of affective, personality and motivational traits and dispositions (Jordan et al., 
2010; Matthews, Zeidner and Roberts, 2002), emotional intelligence has become a major management 
trend in contemporary organizations(,¶VSRSXODULW\LVaccounted for by promises of huge financial 
and performance gains (Bar-On, 2004; Boyatzis and Sala, 2004; Cherniss, 2001; Goleman 1998). 
Despite much criticism over conceptual, theoretical and measurement issues (Day and Kelloway, 
2004; Matthews et al., 2002; van Rooy and Viswesvaran, 2004) the broader skill-based models are the 
most popular in commercial settings (Bar-On, 2004). More recently, as demonstrated in meta-
analyses, there is evidence that SRSXODU RU µWUDLW¶ (, PRGHOV contribute to performance and 
productivity (Joseph and Newman 2010; 2¶%R\le et al. 2011). Amongst the mixed or EI models, the 
most frequently used are Bar-2Q¶V  (PRWLRQDO 4XRWLHQW ,QYHQWRU\ (4-L DQG *ROHPDQ¶V
Emotional Competence Inventory (ECI) (Boyatzis and Sala, 2004), which are the focus of this study. 
To date, the connections between emotional intelligence and meaningfulness at work have 
been under-explored despite clear associations made (e.g., Bar-On, 2010). The first way emotional 
intelligence promotes meaningfulness is through its emphasis on emotional self-awareness 
(recognizing DQG XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RQH¶V HPRWLRQV (Boyatzis and Sala, 2004, Bar-On, 2004). We can 
only know what is meaningful if we recognize and understand the emotions evoked by what is 
significant in our lives (Kraus, 1997). For instance, the ability to decipher and use emotional 
information accurately may enable a person to select a meaningful line of work and be successful in 
their chosen career (Grewal and Salovey, 2006). 
Emotional intelligence is also linked to work meaningfulness through its skills or 
competencies RIµVHOI-actualizDWLRQ¶µDFKLHYHPHQWGULYH¶DQGµLQIOXHQFLQJ¶ (Bar-On, 2004; Goleman, 
1998; Orme and Bar-On, 2002). Bar-On (2010:59) H[SOLFLWO\LQFOXGHVWKHVNLOOµVHOI-actualizDWLRQ¶in 
his model, arguing ³6HOI-actualization involves a lengthy process of attempting to realize RQH¶V
SRWHQWLDODQGVHDUFKLQJIRUDPRUHPHDQLQJIXOOLIH´. Similarly, Goleman claims that people have the 
FKRLFHDQGRSSRUWXQLW\LQWKHLUZRUNOLYHVµWRJUDYLWDWHWRZKDWJLYHVWKHPPHDQLQJWRZKDWHQJDJHV
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to the fullest their commitment, talent, energy, DQG VNLOO¶ *ROHPDQ 58). Goleman¶V (1998) 
model also LQFOXGHVWKHFRPSHWHQF\µDFKLHYHPHQWGULYH¶, defined as µstriving to improve or meeting a 
standard of excellence¶ as well as the VNLOO µLQIOXHQFLQJ¶Thus, through these themes, EI is equated 
with an ability to achieve personal goals, persuade others DQGEHFRPHRQH¶VEHVW VHOI, all of which 
resonate with evidence-based sources of meaningful work (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009, 2011). In 
addition, Bar-2Q¶V  PRGHO LQFOXGHV WKH DSWLWXGH µDXWKHQWLFLW\¶ ZKLFK PD\ additionally 
encourage individuals to be true to whom WKH\DUHDWZRUNDVDIRUPRIGHYHORSLQJRQH¶VLQQHUVHOI 
 Other links are forged with meaningfulness because emotional intelligence models emphasize 
civility, service, social responsibility and the nurturing of social relationships (Bar-On, 2004; Cooper 
and Sawaf, 1997; Orme and Bar-On, 2002; Goleman, 1998). For example, Bar-2Q¶V  PRGHO
LQFOXGHV WKHFRPSHWHQF\ µVRFLDO UHVSRQVLELOLW\¶ GHILQHGDV WKH DELOLW\ µWR LGHQWLI\ZLWKRQH¶V VRFLDO
group and cooperate with others¶Bar-On and Goleman include a range of social skills in their models 
VXFKDVµLQWHUSHUVRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSV¶µWHDPZRUNDQGFROODERUDWLRQ¶DQGµGHYHORSLQJRWKHUV¶. Given the 
substantial evidence that co-worker relationships enhance work meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990, May et 
al., 2004; Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009) it seems likely that the social skills components of 
emotional intelligence could enhance belonging, unity and social connection which are sources of 
meaningful work. 7KH FRPSHWHQF\ µVRFLDO UHVSRQVLELOLW\¶ LQ %DU-2Q¶V PRGHO LV DOVR OLNHO\ WR
emphasize µVHUYLQJRWKHUV¶ In addition, empathy underpins many of the social competencies in the 
mixed EI models. Integral to relationship building and creating a sense of community, empathy helps 
people to understand others more effectively (Goleman, 1998; Mayer and Salovey, 1997). Equally, 
emotional self-awareness can lead to honest and sincere exchanges, enabling interactions to be 
experienced as genuine and respectful which can generate a sense of belonging. In turn, both 
emotional self-awareness and empathy may lead to meaningful work because these skills promote 
unity with others which is a key source of work meaningfulness (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009; 
Rosso et al., 2010).  
Given these connections, EI training provides an ideal context to explore how sources of 
meaningfulness can be taught to individuals and how these teachings are applied to work.  In doing 
so, it addresses two key gaps in the HRD-meaningfulness literature: training and employee agency. 
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To fulfill this aim, the research study explores voluntary attendance at open EI programs, run by 
external consultancies. :KHQWUDLQLQJLVQRWDUHTXLVLWHRIHPSOR\PHQWRURQH¶VUROHLWLVPRUHOLNHO\
to FDSWXUH PDQDJHUV¶ RZQYROLWLRQ DQG LQGHSHQGHQFH LQ DSSO\LQJ the teachings to work. The study 
seeks to understand how participants alter their work tasks, relationships, behaviours and mindsets to 
promote sources of meaning and their reflective valuation of their work as a consequence of attending 
the EI training. This article explores the following research questions: How does emotional 
intelligence training promote learning around meaningful work? :KDWDUHPDQDJHUV¶H[SHULHQFHVRI
applying teachings on meaningfulness to the workplace after attending EI training? What are the 
tensions and constraints for managers attempting to apply EI teachings on meaningfulness to their 
work? 
 
Methodology 
  
 This article presents findings which are part of a larger qualitative study that explores EI 
training and its application at work in a management population. The purpose of this research study 
ZDVWRFRPSUHKHQGPDQDJHUV¶UHIOHFWLYHH[SHULHQFHVDQGLQVLJKWVElliott, Fischer and Rennie, 1999) 
across the three EI programmes studied. To do this the study adopted a case study approach. Case 
studies provide insights into contextualized organizational processes particularly within exploratory 
research (Merriam, 1988). Although a case study does not enable analytical generalizations (Yin, 
1994), it allows theoretical understandings. 
Data were collected from three EI training courses,  ODEHOOHG µ%DU-2Q¶ µ*ROHPDQ¶ DQG
µ+\EULG¶ EDVHGRQ WKHSRSXODU(,PRGHOV WKH\DGRSW7DEOH , SURYLGHVGHWDLOVRI WKH WKUHH WUDLQLQJ
providers, the duration and location of the course, content covered during the training, the generic 
influences of each coXUVH DQG WKH WUDLQHU¶V EDFNJURXQGH[SHULHQFH $V 7DEOH , VKRZV DOO WKUHH
training courses focused on developing a wide set of EI µVNLOOV¶ DQGµDSWLWXGHV¶. 
 
INSERT TABLE I HERE 
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 The research methods adopted were 40 hours of participant observation during the training 
courses where the researcher was fully immersed as a participant, semi-structured interviews and 
analysis of training documentation (training manuals, supplementary books, hand-outs and other 
presentational documents). The researcher conducted 30 semi-structured interviews with participants, 
of which 27 were with training delegates and four with training consultants (two trainers participated 
together in one interview). Participants came from a broad cross-section of industries, including IT 
(1), banking (4), manufacturing (3), energy (2), local government (4), police (1), education (2) 
pharmaceutical/medical (3), consultancy (5), transport (1) and animal welfare (1) (numbers of 
participants are in brackets). Most participants were aged between 35 and 50 and had more than three 
years of managerial experience. The sample composed of eight line, twelve middle and seven senior 
managers. 
 The sampling strategy for interviewees was steered differently by each training consultancy. 
2Q WKH µ*ROHPDQ¶course the trainer emailed the participants prior to the event notifying them that 
there would be a researcher on the course who wanted to learn more about EI. At the beginning of the 
training day the researcher was introduced to the group by the trainer. 2Q WKHµ%DU-2Q¶FRXUVH the 
researcher was briefly introduced to the delegates by the trainer in the morning on the first day. Time 
was spent chatting to participants during coffee and lunch breaks briefly outlining the general aims 
and objectives of the study and inviting them to participate2QWKHµ+\EULG¶FRXUVHSDUWLFLSDQWVZHUH
recruited prior to the training day via email invitation. Across all three courses, the majority of 
participants attended the training voluntarily, and this was paid for by their employer. 
 Manager interviews took place three to four months after the training, to give them the 
opportunity to try out the EI teachings and practices learnt on the course. Trainers were interviewed 
shortly after the training programme. Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. All 
participants agreed to their interviews being recorded. All interviews were transcribed manually in 
full by the researcher, resulting in 310 pages of interview data. Participant observation notes 
amounted to over 100 pages of data. 
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 The interview topic guide with the trainers explored the content, aims and emphasis of the EI 
course and its evolution. Themes around fulfilling work, authenticity and meaningfulness were 
explored as these had been key areas on the courses, especially the Bar-On programme. Additional 
lines of discussion opened up around key reasons for managers to attend EI courses and what 
influenced them in designing the course.  The interviews with managers were split into three parts: 
Their reasons for attending the EI course; their experiences of the training event; their  application of 
EI teachings and ideas at work after the course; any outcomes or changes at work as a consequence 
(performative and mindset). The application of EI questions were structured around themes relating to 
the situation, with whom, aspect of EI used, purpose, gains and constraints. As part of this, 
participants were reminded of the content of the programmes where necessary, in terms of the key 
µVNLOOV¶RUµDSWLWXGHV¶$GGLWLRQDOTXHVWLRQVLQFOXGHGHow would you describe EI in a nutshell? What 
was the most beneficial and impactful aspect of the training for you?  To what extent do you think  EI 
is a skill, trait or value or something else? To what extent is EI about being yourself,  being authentic? 
Does EI promote meaningful social relationships? 2Q WKH WUDLQLQJ FRXUVHV µOLYH¶ QRWH WDNLQJ
throughout each training day focused on visible trainer presentation and delivery of the training 
material. This enabled a focus on data which was of high quality and easy to collect (Silverman, 
2005). Discreet but extensive note taking was possible throughout the five training days because all 
participants sat at tables writing notes.  Notes were fully written up at the end of each training day. 
These notes and trainer interviews created the basis for reporting  how meaningfulness featured in the 
EI training. A diary was used to record thoughts, ideas, feelings and reflections on the data throughout 
the data collection period and to capture a running record of analysis and interpretation. The same 
research journal was maintained into the data analysis and writing period to record summaries of key 
points, issues raised, questions, suggestions, concepts and ideas (Bazeley, 2013). 
 In this study meaningfulness was an emergent theme which initially surfaced during the Bar-
On training course. This elicited a few specific questions in the interviews but overall the theme 
became more apparent during data analysis.  Initially, the interview transcripts were read and re-read. 
Next all the interview audio-recordings were re-listened to. Both these activities served to build a 
sense of the whole picture, before the data were broken down (Bazeley, 2013). Next all interview 
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transcripts were annotated with comments, thoughts and observations. A key observation which 
surfaced from this phase was SDUWLFLSDQWV¶IUHTXHQWUHIHUUDOVWRinstilling practices which met deeper, 
existential needs (belonging, growth etc.), and which often transcended organizational demands. 
Other related themes emerged from the empirical material including a fulfilling life, morality and 
social responsibility. It was at this point that the EI frameworks and literature were re-examined for 
meaningful themes, e.g., self-actualization, transparency, social responsibility, achievement drive, etc.  
 The next stage involved making notes of emerging themes in the participant interview 
transcripts focusing on each situation that managers applied EI teachings to generate sources of 
meaning at work, and their valuation of these changes. These µincidents¶ were frequently identified 
YLDSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHFROOHFWLRQRIWKHUHOHYDQW(,VNLOOVRUWKHPHVZKLFKKDGVWLPXODWHGWKHaltered work 
practice, task, relationship, mindset and consequential shift in valuation of their work (its significance, 
worth, value, meaningfulness). The events were sorted and given preliminary codes then revised and 
adapted accordingly to slowly generate concepts. At this point themes of µVHOI¶DQGµRWKHU¶VWDUWHGWR
emerge as well as instances when actions were rooted in more strategic goals. In parallel, the trainer 
interview transcripts, observation notes and research diary were analyzed. The training observation 
notes and trainer interview transcripts helped to contextualize the meaningfulness themes and how 
much they were emphasized. At this point, appropriate theoretical frameworks were reviewed. 
Through an iterative process of data-theory interplay, shaped by theoretical insights produced by the 
data, the analysis enabled a taxonomy of the meaningfulness features of EI to emerge which mapped 
onto Lips-:LHUVPDDQG0RUULV¶VIUDPHZRUN. 
 Data quality (validity) was addressed in several ways. Moving from smaller to larger data sets 
to obtain a larger sample of cases of meaningfulness themes was part of a comprehensive data 
treatment approach. In this way, all events where managers referred to key EI themes in relation to 
Lips-:LHUVPD DQG 0RUULV¶V  IRXU PHDQLQJIXOQHVV VRXUFHV DQG HQKDQFHG value, worth, and 
significance of work were classified, categories were saturated and there was a regularity of uses both 
within and across each training programme (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Even in deviant cases or 
variations, respondents did not depart from the analytical themes (Silverman, 2005). They still viewed 
EI in relation to sources of meaningfulness concepts but chose to interpret them more strategically, 
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e.g., self-interested achievement drive; calculative empathy. In complement, the theme of 
meaningfulness was acknowledged and GLVFXVVHGLQGHWDLOLQWKHWUDLQHUV¶LQWHUYLHZVSDUWLFXODUO\RQ
the Bar-On course. Overall, coherence and integration of the data were achieved by presenting 
subtleties in the rich qualitative data (Elliott, Fischer and Rennie, 1999) whilst using Lips-Wiersma 
DQG0RUULV¶V2009) framework of sources of meaningfulness. 
 
Findings 
How meaningfulness features in EI training 
 
 Across the three EI training courses there were multiple exercises, instructional sessions and 
discussion which explored the theme of meaningfulness. In many instances the core competencies in 
the EI models were the vehicle for this focus, as this section illustrates. 
 Each WUDLQLQJ SURJUDPPH DLPHG WR GHYHORS SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ HPRWLRQDO DZDUHQHVV WKURXJK D
number of exercises. These exercises (e.g., facial recognition software exercise, EI self-assessments, 
visualization DQGUHOD[DWLRQH[HUFLVHVµUDQNLQJ¶HPRWLRQVEDVH-line model of emotion, explaining the 
amygdala hijack) explored self-awareness and awareness of others¶ emotions. The trainers explained 
WKDW LGHQWLI\LQJ DQG XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RWKHUV¶ HPRWLRQV ZDV XVHIXO IRU HPSDWK\ GLIIXVLQJ HPRWLRQDO
situations and influencing others. During these exercises, emotional self-awareness was frequently 
associated with happiness, fulfilment and satisfaction at work. For example, integral to the self-
fulfillPHQWPHVVDJHZDVJHWWLQJLQWRXFKZLWKRQH¶VHPRWLRQVWREHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGDVAngie, one of 
WKHWUDLQHUVH[SUHVVHGRQWKH+\EULGFRXUVHµWhat PDNHV\RXWLFNDUH\RXKDSS\DUH\RXIXOILOOHG"¶
6KHH[SODLQHGWKDWWKHFRXUVHZDVDERXWUDLVLQJSDUWLFLSDQWV¶FRQVFLRXVQHVVWRGHWHUPLQHKRZKDSS\
they were in their roles, job and company DQGWRKHOSPDQDJHUVEHFRPHWKHLUµEHVWVHOI¶'XULQJWKH
LQWHUYLHZVKHH[SODLQHGWKH(, WUDLQLQJ WDXJKWPDQDJHUVKRZWRµconsciously create the experiences 
they really want instead of allowing life and other people to make those decisions for them - by better 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ WKHLUHPRWLRQV¶ In this way, the trainers linked the ability to identify and understand 
RQH¶VHPRWLRQVWR the ability to pursue work experiences that made them happy and fulfilled. 
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 Fulfilling work was a core theme across all three EI programs. This was especially evident on 
the Bar-On course via a discussion of three themes: µHDSSLQHVV¶, µVHOI-actualizDWLRQ¶, and 
µDFKLHYHPHQW GULYH¶ µSelf-actualizDWLRQ¶ was defined by the trainer DV µrealizing RQH¶V SRWHQWLDO
striving towards maximum development, pursuits which lead to a rich and meaningful life and having 
JRDOVDQGDVHQVHRISXUSRVH¶Key to this was an encouragement for participants to better understand 
who they were, what they wanted to do in life, what they could do and enjoyed doing (Bar-On, 2010). 
For example, managers were asked to identify five things they wanted to achieve in their lifetime then 
complete a life spreadsheet of goals. Next, they were introduced to the wheel of life which depicted 
NH\ DVSHFWV RI RQH¶V OLIH FDUHHU IDPLO\ DQG IULHQGV KHDOWK PRQH\ SHUVRQDO JURZWK IXQ DQG
recreation etc.). Participants were asked to rate their satisfaction with each domain and explore how 
balanced their lives currently were when all domains were taken into consideration. In the 
introduction to these H[HUFLVHV WKH WUDLQHU H[SODLQHG µWU\ WR DYRLG WRR PDQ\ DFWLRQV WKDW DUH
PHDQLQJOHVVLQOLIH¶Training participants were also given several exercises to prioritize their values, 
focusing on different domains (home, work etc.). During the interview, Martin, the trainer, elaborated 
on this: 
³A tremendous number of individuals that go through the [emotional intelligence] programs I 
DPLQYROYHGLQDUHORRNLQJWRDVNVRPHIXQGDPHQWDOTXHVWLRQVDERXWµDP,LQWKHULJKWMRE"
$P , LQ WKH ULJKW SODFH":KR DP , UHDOO\"¶ WR JHW VRPH RWKHU ZD\ RU VRPH RWKHU WRROV RI
assessing their talents and capabilities because a lot of people suspect tKDWWKH\¶UHQRWKDYLQJ
as fulfilling a challenge in their life or perhaps not making as big a contribution to something 
that identifies who they are´0DUWLQ7UDLQHU, Bar-On). 
Mark, a senior consultant attending the Bar-On course, summed up the EI message in this 
way: ³,W>(,@JLYHV\RXDIUDPHZRUNLQZKLFKWRH[DPLQH\RXUVHOI,WVD\VORRNWROHDGDJRRGOLIHWR
have a fulfilling life, be happy with yourself, improve and develop yourself, reach your best 
SRWHQWLDO´ Relatedly, all three courses included a discussion of goal setting and motivation with a 
focus on achieving significant and valuable woUNJRDOVDQGGHYHORSLQJRQH¶VFDUHHU. Influencing skills 
ZHUH DOVR FRYHUHG ZKLFK GUHZ RQ DELOLWLHV LQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ DQWLFLSDWLQJ UHVSRQGLQJ WR RWKHUV¶
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emotions and fears, recognizing what is important to other people, acknowledging individual 
differences and asserting oneself. 
 Other key themes on the EI programs included EHLQJRQH¶VWUXHVHOISHUVRQDOJURZWKWKURXJK
the practice of virtues and moral development. On the Bar-On course the trainer stressed that leaders 
µQHHG WR EULQJ FKDUDFWHU WR ZRUN UDWKHU WKDQ WKHLU SHUVRQD¶ DQG GHOHJDWHV ZHUH JLYHQ D VKRUW
introduction to authentic leadership. In different ways the Hybrid and Goleman courses emphasized 
the importance of authenticity, character and genuineness as part of being an emotionally intelligent 
manager. For example, the Goleman course emphasized accepting individual differences between 
people. Authenticity was also addressed through emotion skills including the need to be emotionally 
H[SUHVVLYHDQGKRQHVWLQFHUWDLQZRUNVLWXDWLRQV7KH*ROHPDQFRXUVHDOVRDGGUHVVHGEHLQJDµJRRG
SHUVRQ¶YLDDOHQJWK\FRYHUDJHRIWKH(,aptitude  µWUDQVSDUHQF\¶7KLVZDVGHVFULEHGDVµPDLQWDLQLQJ
stanGDUGVRIKRQHVW\DQG LQWHJULW\¶ ,QDVLPLODUYHLQ WKH%DU-On course made reference to positive 
psychology strengths (VIA classification of strengths and virtues) including wisdom, transcendence, 
courage, love and humanity, justice and temperance. The trainer asked participants to personally 
reflect on how important these attributes were in management and leadership roles.  
 On the Bar-On course, tKHFRPSHWHQF\µVRFLDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶ZDVintroduced and participants 
were asked to think about how they identified with groups at work and co-operated with others. 
Martin, the trainer, explained that social responsibility was like an inner moral compass and delegates 
VKRXOG WKLQN DERXW WKHLU ERXQGDULHV RI µEHORQJLQJ¶ +H FRQWLQXHG µ$VLGH IURP EDODQFH DW ZRUN
employees want a sense of belonging and most people consider this to be very important. The glue of 
EHORQJLQJ LV RIIHULQJ WR KHOS RWKHUV DQG DVNLQJ IRU KHOS¶ Throughout the Bar-On course many 
references were made to fostering good social relationships at work through skills in empathy, 
relationship management, happiness and optimism. As part of the discussion on empathy, the trainer 
H[SODLQHGµ$VDOHDGHUDQGPDQDJHU LW LV\RXUUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRJHWWRNQRZ\RXUIROORZHUs¶Social 
relationships were addressed on the Goleman and Hybrid course but sometimes with a more 
instrumental tone from the trainers. For example, the Goleman trainer referred to balancing empathy 
with business goals. 
Developing the inner self 
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 A key thematic strand on all the EI courses was being true to or being RQH¶Vauthentic self. In 
response to this message, 25 of the 27 managers interviewed believed EI gave them permission to be 
themselves, framed as a valuable work achievement with undertones of therapeutic value of 
fulfilment. Here Ron, a senior manager, described this: 
³And that was one of the things Martin [trainer] talked about during the course which was to 
try and be the same person in business as you are at home. And ZKDW,¶YHOHDUQWLVGRLQJ the 
PDQDJLQJGLUHFWRU¶V UROH WKH ILUVW VL[PRQWKV ,ZDV WU\LQJ WREHZKDW , WKRXJKWDPDQDJLQJ
director was rather than be myself.´ (Ron, Senior Manager, Bar-On). 
Ron reported that he was securing more business contracts because meetings were more 
UHOD[HGDQGFRQVXOWDWLYHDVDFRQVHTXHQFHRIµEHLQJKLPVHOI¶LQKLVOHDGHUVKLSUROH He explained that 
maintaining his own unique identity at work made his work feel more meaningful. Some participants 
found that greater self-acceptance led to increased work productivity. For example, Nadia now felt 
PRUHFRPIRUWDEOHZLWKEHLQJKHUµWUXH¶VHOI ZKLFKKHOSHGKHUUHDOL]HKHUSRWHQWLDODWZRUN³,¶PPXFK
PRUH DFFHSWLQJ DQG UHOD[HG ZLWKLQ PH DQG , WKLQN ZKHQ ,¶P PRUH UHOD[HG ZLthin myself my 
HTXLOLEULXP LV FRUUHFW DQG ,¶P PRUH HIIHFWLYH DW ZRUN 7KDW¶V HQKDQFHG P\ VHOI ZRUWK ZKLFK KDV
impacted on how I value my work´ Several other participants reported WKDWEULQJLQJRQH¶Vµtrue self¶ 
to work contributed significantly to work because it resonated with their personal values, beliefs and 
standards. Here Malcolm, a leadership consultant explained: 
³7KHTXDOLWDWLYHWKLQJLVPRUHDQGPRUHWKHSHUPLVVLRQWREHP\VHOIVRDVDFRDFKMXVWEH
\RXU DXWKHQWLF JHQXLQH VHOI 'RQ¶W WU\ DQG EH VRPHERG\ HOVH GRQ¶W SXW RQ DQ\ DLUV DQG
JUDFHV GRQ¶W WU\ WR LPSUHVV MXVW EH JURXQGHG ZLWK WKH SHUVRQ DQG EH \RXUVHOI DQG EH
authentic. So the course has given me more confidence and more recognition of my values of 
being myself when I engage with people and how meaningful that is´ (Malcolm, consultant, 
Bar-On). 
 Overall, many respondents spoke of increased intrinsic satisfaction and value from an 
authentic selfhood at work and referred to this varyingly as character, personality, genuineness or 
individuality. Jim, Head of Benefits RealizationIHOW(,UHSUHVHQWHGµLQGLYLGXDOLW\¶EXWthis uniqueness 
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of character conflicted with what his organization wanted µpeople to all behave in a very similar 
manner¶.  
 Turning to other themes of inner development, participants spoke of emotional intelligence in 
PRUDO DQG HWKLFDO WHUPV XVLQJ SKDVHV VXFK DV µKHDUW RI WKH PDWWHU VWXII¶ DQG KRZ EI helped them 
EHFRPH µa JRRG SHUVRQ¶ WKHLU µKLJKHU¶ RU µFRPSOHWH VHOI¶ )RU H[DPSOH WKH 9,$ FODVVLILFation of 
strengths and virtues introduced on the Bar-2Q FRXUVH SURPSWHG UHIOHFWLRQV RQ µJRRGQHVV¶ DQG
morality (e.g., justice, temperance). Referring to themes of wisdom and integrity, Malcolm explained: 
³,VHH(PRWLRQDO,QWHOOLJHQFHDVDOLJQHGPRUHRQWKH moral and ethical way of being DQGWKDW¶VKRZ,
apply it. He continued: µ,W¶s transformational stuff and makes a point of difference in my OLIH¶ Much 
of this was expressed as a journey of growth or µEHFRPLQJ¶ RQH¶VZKROHVHOIIXOOFLUFOHas Ivan, a 
process engineering manager, explained: ³, WKLQN (, can help me to become who I am destined to 
become. If you took it as a circle, people have different diameters of circle. When yRXVWDUWRII\RX¶UH
like a dot in the middle but as you go through life you grow until you become your full circle.  For 
me, this journey feels significant at work´.  
 Overall, developing the inner self became a strong need amongst participants. The EI 
teachings justified this as a valuable and worthwhile pursuit which added meaning to their work 
through (reflective) exercises, lecture-style instruction and discussion of emotional self-awareness, 
authenticity, µEHLQJ\RXUVHOI¶ strengths and virtues, integrity and a message of continual growth. 
Expressing full potential 
 Given the three courses placed an emphasis on JRDO VHWWLQJ PRWLYDWLRQ DQG µDFKLHYHPHQW
GULYH¶, many participants reported that they were more focused on what they genuinely wanted to 
achieve at work, making their job more satisfying, valuable and worthwhile. Grant, a highway 
services manager explained this: 
³,¶PYHU\PXFKKDSSLHUDWZRUN,WKLQN,VDWGRZn and said where am I going? I looked at 
my goals and standards and what is realistic, what are the priorities, what do I need to do to 
JHWWKHUHDQGQRZWKLV\HDU¶VGHYHORSPHQWKDVDOLJQHGZLWKKRZ,ZDQWWRSURJUHVVP\FDUHHU
and that is very rewarding ´*UDQW0DQDJHU+\EULG 
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However, it was evident that some managers used the achievement theme to pursue their own 
personal success and singular ambition. For example, Adrian UHIHUUHGWR(,VNLOOVDVµWDFWLFDOWRROV¶WR
µSXOO RQ RWKHUV¶KHDUW VWULQJV¶ ZKHQ WU\LQJ WR LQIOXHQFH staff. Some intimated EI could be used for 
µPDQLSXODWLRQ¶RUYLHZHG(,DVDPDJLFLDQ¶V bag of tricks to further their own ambitions.  
 Other training delegates spoke of work becoming more meaningful by using influencing skills 
from the course. This enabled them to get issues addressed, change DQRWKHU¶VYLHZSRLQW or fight for 
employee rights at work. Sara, an administrative manager commented: ³The fact that I have a voice 
and I should be heard and I should be able to have an opinion FDPHIURPWKHFRXUVH´. Prior to the EI 
course she had been unhappy at work and was considering handing in her notice. Now she felt more 
valued by colleagues because she was able to influence significant business decisions which made her 
work feel more significant overall. Other managers also spoke of improved powers to change a 
viewpoint or decision. Angus explained that much of his work was about influencing stakeholders 
which he valued because he could instigate change. He went on to explain how he was more capable 
of persuading his team: ³$ORWRIHPRWLRQDOintelligence is around influencing people to be honest. ,¶P 
taking people with me now and getting them motivated and bought in WRZKDWZH¶UHGRLQJ. That gives 
more meaning WRZKDW,¶PGRLQJDWZRUN´. 
 For Stan, a sales manager on the Hybrid course, the EI training helped his influencing skills 
by:  ³Understanding how everybody is different. Everybody is a completely different person so how 
you deal with each person is different.´ Managers frequently commented that EI had taught them that 
everyone has different feelings, values, aspirations and perspectives which helped them better 
influence, inspire and get others on board. As a consequence, they reported doing µJRRG WKLQJV¶ DW
work. 
 For three of the 27 managers interviewed, the theme of expressing RQH¶V WDOHQWV and full 
potential in significant and meaningful ways led to work resignations. For example, Esther, a 
managing director, had been inspired to change career path as a consequence of attending the Bar-On 
EI course and was now applying for jobs in a completely different field which met more holistic life 
goals and aspirations, which she explained: µJLYHVP\OLIHPRUHUHVRQDQFH¶+RZHYHUSXUVXLQJRQH¶V
life calling seemed to discriminate against those who did not have equivalent skills and financial 
20 
 
resources to change professions or job. Indeed, Claire, a junior office manager (Hybrid course) who 
worked in an environmental government agency, was quick to point out her gratitude for having a 
manager who was mindful and responsive to providing her with meaningful work, intimating not all 
managers or organizations are like this. 
Unity with others 
 From the three EI courses, themes of empathy, building social relations, belongingness and 
XVLQJ FKDUDFWHU VWUHQJWKV LQWHJULW\ KXPDQLW\ HQWKXVHG PDQDJHUV WR EH PRUH FROOHJLDO DQG µLQ
FRQWDFW¶ZLWKSHHUVDQGVXERUGLQDWHVA large number of participants reported spending more relaxed, 
quality time with staff as a consequence of attending the EI training course. For some it was about 
connecting with others by making them feel important, as Samantha, a leadership adviser (Goleman 
course) H[SODLQHG ³I see emotional intelligence as being how we interact with others, its making 
individuals feel they are valued and listened to. It¶s taking time out to get to know people and for 
WKHPWRVHHWKDWWKH\DUHYDOXHGE\\RXDVDFROOHDJXH´. For Samantha an RSHQKRQHVWDQGµKROLVWLF¶
approach to her mentoring schemes, underpinned by valuing others and reinforced by the EI course, 
was deeply valued by her: ³7KH ability to be genuine and energize and enthuse staff for the schemes is 
really important to me because I see how these schemes can benefit SHRSOH´ 
 Elaine, an office manager (Hybrid course) now spent time making tea for her team and chit-
chatting. She commented µIts hard to put into words but I JHQXLQHO\ WDON WR ZKRHYHU¶V FRPLQJ LQ
properly rather than being snappy, so I am more aware of being in the now with people. And that 
connection with colleagues, emphasised on the course, LV UHDOO\ LPSRUWDQW WR PH¶. These acts of 
building unity with others were conveyed as a worthy and valuable departure from previous 
managerial styles. Similarly, Ron commented: ³And that is where emotional intelligence helps 
EHFDXVHLWHQFRXUDJHVPHWRKDYHDELWPRUHGLDORJXHZLWKSHRSOHDQGVD\µZKDW¶s going on at home, 
how¶VWKLQJVWKLVLVZKDW,¶PGRLQJ¶«DQGLWMXVWUHDOO\RSHQVXSWKHHQYLURQPHQW´ When asked if 
these messages had changed his view of ZRUNKHFRPPHQWHGµ,IHHOWKHUH¶VPRUHYDOXHLQZKDW,¶P
doing¶ What Sally, a pharmaceutical director (Hybrid course), took from the EI training was a 
stronger need to build personal relationships with her staff during the three year plant closure which 
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lay ahead. This more hands-on approach, she explained, tied strongly with her personal values which 
helped to give her work  more meaning during this challenging period.  
 Since attending the Bar-On EI course, coming to work every day for Pippa, a Hardware 
Services manager, ZDVPRUHDERXWDGHVLUHWRKDYHµDVHQVHRIEHORQJLQJ¶DVVKHGHVFULEHGLW She 
continued:  µ,FRXOGQ¶WEHDKRPHZRUNHUDOWKRXJKLWVXVHIXOWRZRUNDWKRPHRQWKHRGGGD\ but its 
not something I could do on a permanent basis because the social interaction is so important to me 
and the EI course reinforced how much I value that sense of belonging at ZRUN¶.  However, she 
highlighted the tension between the idealized µWRJHWKHUQHVV¶ RI WHDPV and their de-prioritization by 
management when the pressure is on: 
³7KHUH¶VDELJHPSKDVLVRQWKHSHRSOHVLGHRIWKLQJVZKHQHYHU\WKLQJ¶VJRLQJVPRRWKO\RUZH
have staff opinion surveys and when the results are not good, people worry about the staff. 
%XWWKHSULRULW\LVWKHVHUYLFHZHSURYLGH6RLIWKHUH¶VDQ\LQFLGHQWWKHSHRSOHVLGHJRHVRXW
RIWKHZLQGRZ´ (Pippa, Hardware Services Manager, Bar-On).  
 Equally Jim, who attended the Goleman course, explained a similar tension between working 
together, sharing values in teams and the economic imperative: 
³,ILQGLWYHU\KDUGWRJHWSHRSOHWRDOWHUWKHZD\WKH\LQWHUDFW so they feel they belong to a 
community. BHFDXVHLIWKH\DUHUHZDUGHGRQVKRUWWHUPGHOLYHUDEOHVWKHQWKH\¶UHQot going to 
WKLQN DERXW WKH ORQJHU WHUP SLFWXUH DQG , WKLQN WKDW¶V HQGHPLF DFURVV WKH ZKROH
organization´(Jim, Middle Manager, Goleman) 
 Both of these narratives demonstrate the tensions managers felt from trying to justify the 
YDOXHRIµXQLW\¶ZKHQWKHUH are work crises or when the focus is on short-term, profit±related goals.  
Equally, for others like Esther who attended the Bar-On course, the values exercise centered around 
meaningfulness prompted a refocusing on being with family and working fewer hours. Several 
managers reported changes in focus ± to spend more time on what gave them meaning outside of 
work because of (,¶VIRFXVRQHPRWLRQDOself-awareness, happiness and fulfilling lives. 
Serving others 
BHLQJDZDUHRIRWKHUV¶HPRWLRQV WKHµVRFLDO UHVSRQVLELOLW\¶FRPSHWHQF\KXPDQYLUWXHVYDOXHVDQG
integrity were key skills or attributes discussed in the training. These EI teachings enabled participants 
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to be more empathic in their care of duty at work, to help others grow, support staff during difficult 
times and challenge ideas that did not benefit their staff. Carol, a director of a college explained how 
the Hybrid EI course gave a label to what she was already doing: 
$VIDUDV,¶PFRQFHUQHGP\MRELVWRIDFLOLWDWHWKHJURZWKDQGGHYHORSPHQWRIHYHU\ERG\. So, 
DOOWKHPHPEHUVRIVWDIIWKDW,ZRUNZLWKDWZKDWHYHUOHYHO,ORRNDWZKHUHWKH\¶UHDW in their 
development as a whole person and I try and work with that. ,WKLQN,¶YHDOZD\VGRQHWKDWbut 
it ZDVQ¶t until I discovered emotional iQWHOOLJHQFH WKDW , WKRXJKW µDK WKDW¶VZKDW ,¶PGRLQJ¶
(Carol, Director of College, Hybrid). 
Carol described this DV D µSURFHVV RI HQOLJKWHQPHQW¶ FRQWLQXLQJ ³So I think that it [EI] does help 
people; I think it makes it a better world if you like´ For Pippa, the EI course made her realize 
that her priority at work was to make her staff happy by enhancing their wellbeing. She was now 
XVLQJ WKH (, WUDLQLQJ WR PDNH KHU WHDP µIHHO LPSRUWDQW DQG JHWWLQJ WKHP LQYROYHG¶ E\ JLYLQJ WKHP
more one-to-one time, being more empathic and listening more. She did not care if she was not 
promoted anymore: ³I came away [from the course] thinking I want to manage people, I want to 
PDQDJH SHRSOH ZHOO DQG LI WKDW UHVXOWV LQ PH JHWWLQJSURPRWHG WKHQ ILQHEXW LI QRW DV ORQJ DV ,¶P
KDSS\DQGP\VWDIIDUHKDSS\WKDW¶VSUREDEO\WKHPRVWLPSRUWDQWWKLQJ´ For Vera, a middle manager 
attending the Hybrid course, the EI training affirmed her caring managerial style, characterized by 
frequently going above and beyond the call of duty. This included an µRSHQGRRU¶PDQDJHPHQWVW\OH
WR µPRS XS¶ VXERUGLQDWHV¶ GDLO\ DQ[LHWLHV DQG concerns,  such as when they were going through 
difficult times or being mistreated by others. She explained µI now stop people using others for their 
own ends EHFDXVH,¶PXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGPDQDJLQJSHRSOH¶VHPRWLRQVEHWWHU and that makes my work 
feel important¶ 
 For several managers, including Esther and Helen, a human resources manager, EI raised 
their consciousness of, and concern for, moral dilemmas which may have been unacknowledged in 
their work before the course. Helen indicated that many of her decisions were moral juggling acts 
within the confines of economic constraints. She explained how HR decisions are sometimes about 
HWKLFVRIFDUHDQGGRLQJWKHFRUUHFWWKLQJIRUHPSOR\HHVDQGµQRWMXVWGRLQJVRPHWKLQJDQGSD\LQJOLS
VHUYLFH WR LW¶ Whilst she was using more empathic negotiation skills learnt from the EI training to 
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bring in practices to support the wellbeing of her staff, she acknowledged the tensions between the 
µLQVSLUDWLRQ¶DQGµUHDOLW\¶(TXDOO\VKHZDVNHHQWRSRLQWRXWKHUEDWWOHVDWZRUNKDG jeopardized her 
own health and she had been forced by her doctor to redress WKHEDODQFHEHWZHHQµVHUYLQJPH¶DQG
µVHUYLQJRWKHUV¶7KHVHVWUXJJOHVZHUHLQGLFDWLYHRIRWKHUPDQDJHUV¶WLJKWURSHZDONEHWZHHQVHUYLQJ
work colleagues in meaningful ways without sacrifLFLQJ RQH¶V RZQ ZHOOEHLQJ JLYHQ WKH WRXJK
business environment many alluded to. 
 In sum, EI teachings were used to VWUHQJWKHQ RU HQKDQFH PDQDJHUV¶ FRPPLWPHQW WR VHUYH
others and this appeared to have existential significance (e.g., on a mission, making the world a better 
place, moral acts). These acts UHVRQDWHGZLWKPDQDJHUV¶RZQYDOXHVDQGSXUSRVHLQOLIH and for many 
the causes seemed to transcend the daily expectations of organizational life. This is not to discount, 
though, the times managers used EI to build social relationships in a more instrumental capacity or 
serve others strategically for personal or mutual benefit. For example, Adam, Head of Customer 
Connections, ZDV NHHQ WR SRLQW RXW WKDW µrelationships in the organization are there for a purpose 
although WKDW VRXQGV WHUULEO\ FDOORXV¶, denoting a cool detachment and a balance between real and 
fabricated care. 
 
Discussion 
 The three research questions are returned to for discussion. 
How does emotional intelligence training promote learning around meaningingful work?  
In this study, trainers explained that it was reasonable and appropriate to have meaningful 
experiences at work. The EI training endorsed this through teachings, discussions and (reflective) 
exercises on themes or competencies of emotional awareness and understanding, happiness, self-
actualization, achievement drive, influencing, goal setting, motivation, social responsibility, social 
relationships, empathy, human values and virtues, transparency (honesty and integrity), optimism and 
authenticity. As part of this, fulfilling work was a core theme on all three EI courses. For example, the 
DELOLW\WRLGHQWLI\DQGXQGHUVWDQGRQH¶VHPRWLRQV was linked to the ability to pursue work experiences 
that made participants happy and fulfilled.  On the Bar-On course fulfilling work was explored 
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through happiness, self actualization and achievement drive. Authenticity, human virtues, character 
and genuineness were emphasized as core aspects of EI relating to developing the inner self on all 
three programmes. ([SUHVVLQJ RQH¶V SRWHQWLDO ZDV H[SORUHG WKURXJK WKHPHV RI JRDO VHWWLQJ
achievement drive and motivation. Themes of being with others and serving others surfaced on all the 
EI programmes to varying degrees through discussion of social relationships, social responsibility, 
empathy, happiness, optimism and emotional self awareness. 
 
:KDW DUH PDQDJHUV¶ H[SHULHQFHV RI DSSO\LQJ WHDFKLQJV RQ PHDQLQJIXOQHVV WR WKH ZRUNSODFH
after attending EI training?  
 Lips-:LHUVPDDQG0RUULV¶V (2009) model provides a framework to understand how 
PHDQLQJIXOQHVV ZDV DUWLFXODWHG OHJLWLPL]HG DQG UHLQVWDWHG RQ PDQDJHUV¶ DJHQGDV WKURXJK (,
training. It did this my showing managers¶ reflective accounts of altered work patterns, relationships, 
behaviours and mindsets and their reported valuation of their work after these changes as more 
meaningful. Similar to Lips-:LHUVPD DQG 0RUULV¶V  study, many managers appeared to 
KDYH µNQRZQ WKLV DOO DORQJ¶ DQG IRXQG WKLV µUHFODLPHG NQRZOHGJH¶ DV SRZHUIXl and satisfying. As 
Rosso et al. SRLQWRXWµIndividuals are the ultimate arbiters of the meaning of their own 
ZRUNDVVKDSHGWKURXJKWKH OHQVRI WKHLUXQLTXHSHUFHSWLRQVDQGH[SHULHQFHV¶ Interpreting the data 
through Lips-:LHUVPD DQG 0RUULV¶V  PRGHO HQDEOHV D FOHDU DUWLFXODWLRQ RI PDQDJHUV¶
independent capacity to shape their work environments to create sources of meaningfulness. Thus, the  
study demonstrates that managers have the agency to cultivate meaningfulness at work through their 
own volition  (Berg, Grant and Johnson, 2010; Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009; Vuori, 2012; 
Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001). 
$OPRVWDOOWKHPDQDJHUVLQWHUYLHZHGHQJDJHGLQWUDQVIHUE\XVLQJµGHYHORSLQJWKHLQQHUVHOI¶
teachings to be themselves at work. Furthermore, developing the inner self  reportedly impacted on 
PDQDJHUV¶ LQWULQVLFVDWLVIDFWLRQZLWKZRUN ,QVRPHFDVHV LW LPproved work productivity and it may 
have improved inter-personal skills. Half of the managers interviewed drew on achievement drive and 
LQIOXHQFLQJWKHPHVWRPDNHWKHLUZRUNPRUHPHDQLQJIXOE\µH[SUHVVLQJRQH¶VSRWHQWLDO¶ In turn, this 
increased job satisfaction for some respondents. It also appeared to make managers more effective 
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because they developed clearer goals and better influencing skills, although staff turnover can also be 
a result.  In addition, two-thirds of the respondents  reported to be adopting increased practices in  
µXQLW\ZLWKRWKHUV¶RUµVHUYLQJRWKHUV¶DWZRUNDVDFRQVHTXHQFHRIDWWHQGLQJWKH(,WUDLQLQJFRXUVH
0DQDJHUV UHSRUWHG QXPHURXV EHQHILWV IURP µXQLW\ ZLWK RWKHUV¶ )RU H[DPSOH 6DOO\ FODLPHG WKat 
spending more time with staff on the shopfloor had maintained productivity despite news of the site 
FORVXUHDQGRWKHUV UHSRUWHG D FDOPHUZRUNDWPRVSKHUH µ6HUYLQJRWKHUV¶ VHHPHG WRKHOSPDLQWDLQ D
collegial work atmosphere and help subordinates grow, feel supported and cared for. Overall, the 
impact of the EI training on promoting sources of meaningful work in this sample was considerable. 
The meaningfulness themes applied by managers working in different business contexts suggests that 
meaningful work is an topic of genuine interest  for a broad management population.  
Moreover, it was not uncommon for managers to see the sources of meaningfulness themes as 
interconnected (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2011). For example, combining unity with serving others 
as core needs seemed to enhance the meaning of 5RQ¶VZRUN$t the heart of the EI themes, what 
GURYHPDQDJHUV¶DFWLRQVZDVDGHHSHUOD\HURIQHHGVXFKDVFRPPXQLW\DQGFRQQHFWLRQGRLQJJRRG
things, growth, learning, achievement and being the best one could be (Lips-Wiersma and Wright, 
2012). 
 
What are the tensions and constraints for managers attempting to apply EI teachings on 
meaningfulness to their work?  
In this study numerous tensions were identified. Oftentimes µPHDQLQJIXOQHVV LV D FRQVWDQW
process of searching for, articulating, balancing, struggling with, and taking responsibility for the 
KXPDQQHHGIRUPHDQLQJ¶ (Lips-Wiersma and Wright, 2012:663). There is no point of arrival but a 
continual search instead. One is always toiling towards balance and rarely does one get it right but the 
conscious quest itself helped managers recalibrate and identify what was meaningful to them (Lips-
Wiersma and Wright, 2012: 661). For example, agency-communion tensions were evident between 
short term deliverables/crisis management and unity and community at work. Frequently, it was 
PHDQLQJIXO LWVHOI WR GLVFXVV WKH WHQVLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH µLQVSLUDWLRQ¶ DQG µUHDOLW\¶ Verbalizing the 
UKHWRULF JURXQGHG PDQDJHUV¶ GLVFXVVLRQV VHUYHG Wo enhance meaningfulness. When ideals are not 
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discussed within a context of material reality, the discussion itself can become meaningless and 
actions futile (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009). 
 The findings also demonstrate that being/doing, self/others and µLQVSLUDWLRQ¶ towards an ideal 
DQG µUHDOLW\¶ are all intertwined within the work sphere and outwith. Creating a complex web of 
influences, these themes were consciously and reflectively juggled by managers. For example, as an 
+5PDQDJHU+HOHQ¶VTXHVW WRIight practices which were to the detriment of her staff cast her as a 
µPRUDODJLWDWRU¶<HWKHUIRFXVRQRWKHUVZDVWDNLQJLWVWROORQKHURZQKHDOWK, and she was aware she 
was UXQQLQJ WKH ULVN RI EHLQJ µZDVKHG DZD\ E\ RWKHUV¶ /LSV-Wiersma and Morris, 2011:86). 
Bridging the work-life divide, Esther and others wanted to focus more on family life (unity with 
others outwith work) rather than relentlessly pursuing work achievements. But, at the same time, 
Esther was seeking more self-actualizing work elsewhere, demonstrating the interplay between the 
GLIIHUHQW VRXUFHV XQLW\ DQG H[SUHVVLQJ RQH¶V IXOO SRWHQWLDO This raises an important point for our 
understanding of the  meaningfulness at work literature  ,Q NHHSLQJ ZLWK :DUUHQ¶V  2010) 
observations of the wellbeing and positivity movement, this study highlights WKDWZKHQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
awareness of what is meaningful is  raised on an EI training course, the outcome does not always 
benefit the organization. Meaningfulness at work models, including Lips-:LHUVPD DQG 0RUULV¶V
(2009) model tend to overlook the constraint that meaningfulness may be sought in other life spheres 
to the detriment of the organization, even when the training is largely work focused, as it was in this 
study.   
Equally, some employees are not searching for meaningfulness at work. This is another 
constraint which tends to be overlooked in the meaningfulness literature. For example, even when 
meaningfulness teachings are directed towards non-instrumental gains, people may still use the 
themes for material and strategic self-interest.  Indeed, Stan, Graham, Ivan, Adrian and Adam were 
quite focused on expressing their full potential with a more instrumental intent. For example, whilst 
EI kept pulling Adam back to developinJ VRFLDO UHODWLRQVKLSVRIYDOXH µ,¶YH JRW WRNQRZSHRSOH ,
ZRXOGQ¶W KDYH RWKHUZLVH¶ WKHUH ZDV DOZD\V DQ DSSURSULDWHG WRQH WR his story. Others spoke of EI 
VNLOOVDVµWDFWLFDOWRROV¶WRµSXOORQRWKHUV¶KHDUWVWULQJV¶ZKHQWU\LQJWRLQIOXHQFHVWDII  
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Moreover, it tended to be the senior managers (three out of seven interviewed) in this study 
who had the power and resources to work fewer hours to create more time for meaningfulness outwith 
work without being challenged or reprimanded. In addition, it was the senior managers in this study 
who had substantial social and economic capital to pursue alternative career paths in pursuit of greater 
meaningfulness (three out of seven). More junior staff expressed gratefulness for jobs that were 
fulfilling. Sara, who was close to resigning prior to the EI course, intimated this was a last option for 
her and her family. Whilst not conclusive, the findings  in this study suggest that securing meaningful 
work could be elitist  and exclusionary (Rosso et al., 2010).  At the same time, managers across the 
whole sample reported  ways in which they were generating meaningfulness at work so this is clearly 
not exclusive to senior managers. Whereas if  this study had chosen a lower status, non-managerial 
sample, this might not have been the case due to LQGLYLGXDOV¶ limited agency.  
Overall, constraints to transferring the meaningfulness themes included managers focusing on 
meaningfulness outside of work which led to decreased productivity/hours at work, managers not 
valuing meaningfulness as a work pursuit, increased staff turnover and the effects of hierarchical 
status.  
Conclusion 
 Given the popularity of meaningful work and its organizational gains in management 
research, Human Resource Development stands as a leading discipline to support and guide 
organizations in training and teaching employees about sources of meaningfulness. This study 
provides empirical evidence that sources of meaningfulness are a core ingredient of EI training when 
popular EI models are used (Bar-On, 2001, 2010; Orme and Bar-On, 2002; Goleman, 1998). It 
demonstrates how a framework of meaningfulness embedded in EI can provide insights into how it is 
promoted and how those teachings can be applied independently at work. 
 Practically, LWGHPRQVWUDWHVWKHLPSRUWDQWUROHPHDQLQJPDNLQJKDVIRUPDQDJHUV¶ work. It is 
suggested that training and development in meaningfulness has more utility when: the material reality 
versus ideals are openly discussed by participants; consideration is given to how much legitimacy 
someone feels to command worthwhile work given it will vary considerably between a senior 
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manager and low-skilled worker; multiple sources of meaningfulness are covered in training (rather 
than one dimension) and viewed as working in complement with each other. Equally, there is a 
difference between skills (e.g., social skills, influencing, emotional awareness) and character traits and 
attributes (e.g., integrity, morality, authenticity) when using EI training to promote meaningfulness. 
Clearly skills can be learnt but attributes may be more inherent or deeply socialized. HRD 
practitioners must be cognizant of this difference when focused on discussing sources of 
meaningfulness in workshops and training.  Moreover, it is vital to remember that not everyone 
desires work of significance, value and worth. Finally, because the training in this study focused on 
sources of meaningfulness (denoting fundamental needs), training could extend to exploring feasible 
and practical antecedents at an organizational level, e.g., job design, career development, appraisals, 
mentoring, leadership, coaching, feedback as well as spatial re-designs to promote communal break-
out areas and rest spaces. 
 It is suggested that future qualitative research further explores comparisons of managers, 
leaders and employees to better understand the enablers and constraints across different hierarchical 
levels. A limitation of this study is that the meaningfulness theme cannot be considered widespread 
practice on all popular EI training. However, despite the varied and hybridized content, the EI courses 
provide important insights into the material realities of promoting meaningful work through 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ULFKDFFRXQWVDQGWUDLQLQJREVHUYDWLRQV In addition, the findings are based on self-report 
data of actions and attitudes rather than any corroborated or observed evidence of what took place.  
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